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SYSTEMS AND METHODS FOR
DISTRIBUTED ACTIVATION OF POSTAGE

RELATED APPLICATIONS

The present application 1s related to and commonly
assigned U.S. patent application Ser. No. 10/862,058
entitled “Virtual Security Device,” filed Jun. 4, 2004, Ser.
No. 11/509,309 entitled “Invisible Fluorescent Ink Mark,”
filed Aug. 24, 2006, and Ser. No. 11/729,148 entitled “Com-
puter-Based Value-Bearing Item Customization Security,”
filed Mar. 27, 2007 the disclosures of which are hereby

incorporated herein by reference.

TECHNICAL FIELD

The invention relates generally to postage and, more
particularly, to providing distributed activation of postage.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The ability to meter postage indicia for printing postage
meter stamps at user’s locations, such as home and oflice,
has been available for an appreciable amount of time. For
example, postage meters using mechanical postage value
“vaults” have been widely used 1n businesses throughout the
world for printing postage indicia, commonly referred to as
postage meter stamps, on an as-needed basis. In more recent
years, electronic systems were developed using electronic
postage value vaults to provide improved security. The
evolution of such electronic systems has ultimately led to the
development of postage metering systems which allow
remote metering operations using communications via the
public switched telephone network (PSTN), local area net-
works (LLANSs), wide area networks (WANs), and the Inter-
net. For example, U.S. Pat. No. 6,249,777 entitled “System
and Method for Remote Postage Metering,” U.S. Pat. No.
6,671,813 entitled “Secure On-Line PC Postage Metering
System,” and U.S. Pat. No. 7,149,726 entitled “Online Value
Bearing Item Printing,” the disclosures of which are incor-
porated herein by reference, show various electronic value
bearing indicia (VBI) metering systems facilitating remote
metering operations.

Each of the foregoing postage metering systems have
implemented some form of printing apparatus in order to
provide convenient printing of postage meter stamps on
demand. Such postage meter stamp printing operations have
typically implemented specialized printing technologies.
Accordingly, the print mechanisms and attendant systems
are olten quite expensive, complicated, slow, and 1inconve-
nient.

For example, controlled 1nks, such as fluorescent 1inks of
special color, have been required with respect to printing
mechanisms providing mechanical impression of postage
meter stamps. The use of such inks 1s often inconvenient for
the users and can be quite messy. Moreover, the printing
mechanisms must typically be relatively complex in order to
accommodate various sizes, shapes, and thicknesses of mail
items.

Electronic postage metering systems have more recently
begun using information based indicia (IBI) which may be
printed using commonly available inks and toners. However,
users must typically provide at least some mformation for
cach mail 1tem in order for validation to later be performed
with respect to IBI based postage meter stamps. Moreover,
generating the IBI, typically including cryptographic signa-
tures and other data, generally requires appreciable time.
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The symbology used in IBI based postage meter stamps
(e.g., PDF417 barcode) 1s relatively complicated and dense,
generally requiring a high quality print image. Accordingly,
relatively expensive and/or complex printing equipment 1s
often needed to provide suflicient quality printing.
Application on uneven or non-uniform surfaces, such as
may be associated with a stufled envelope or other mail
item, 1s problematic with respect to mechanical postage
meter stamp 1mpressions and printed 1mage postage meter
stamps alike. Application upon such surfaces can result 1n
distortion, imncomplete printing, and the like, rendering the
postage meter stamp unusable or otherwise unacceptable.
Accordingly, the foregoing postage metering systems are
often unable to accommodate some mailing scenarios.

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE

INVENTION

The present invention 1s directed to systems and methods
which provide for distributed activation of pre-printed, or
otherwise pre-produced, indicia to thereby provide value
bearing 1ndicia, such as postage indicia. Embodiments of the
invention apply 1ndicia to fungible 1tems, such as envelopes,
paper stock, labels, etc., at a central location. The 1tems may
then be provided to a number of users for their use 1n posting
mail items. When one of the items bearing the pre-produced
indicia 1s incorporated into a mail item by a user, the
pre-produced indicia 1s preferably activated and thus
becomes valid postage indicia for use 1n posting the mail
item.

According to an embodiment of the invention, indicia are
pre-produced to include unique, relatively unique, or sub-
stantially unique codes (collectively referred to herein as
unmique codes). Relatively unique or substantially unique
codes as used herein provide codes which, although they
may not be truly unique 1n the relevant umverse, are
sufliciently unique to provide identification of indicia to a
high degree of confidence so as to serve the purposes
described herein. The pre-produced indicia preferably com-
prise a machine readable symbology, such as barcode,
although other forms of symbology, such as human readable
characters, may be used i addition to or in the alternative
to machine readable symbologies. Unique codes included in
the pre-produced indicia may include serial or sequence
numbers, 1dentification information, digital signatures, cryp-
to graphJC keys, and/or the like useful 1n uniquely 1dentifying
the pre-produced 1ndicia and/or postage indicia represented
thereby.

Pre-produced indicia may be printed using media which 1s
visible 1n natural light or which 1s 1nvisible 1n natural light
according to embodiments of the mnvention. For example, 1n
order to provide envelope stock which appears similar to
blank stock, pre-produced indicia of an embodiment of the
invention may be printed using an ink which is ivisible 1n
natural light. Printed matter using such ink may be viewed
using light of an appropriate wavelength, such as light 1n the
ultraviolet spectrum. Visibility of the pre-produced indicia
may be transient (e.g., visible only when light of the
appropriate wavelength 1s present) or more permanent (e.g.,
chemically or molecularly changing to remain visible after
light of the appropnate wavelength to “develop” the image
1s removed).

Various 1images, mnformation, characters, symbols, and/or
marks (collectively referred to as marks) may be provided in
association with pre-produced indicia of embodiments of the
invention. Such marks may include marks used 1n preparing
mail items (e.g., registration or orientation mark used to
facilitate activation of the pre-produced 1ndicia, text provid-
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ing information with respect to the pre-produced indicia,
marks to show when a pre-produced indicia has/has not been
activated, human readable version of a unique code, etc.),
marks used 1n processing mail 1items (e.g., a facing identi-
fication mark (FIM), text providing information with respect
to a class of mail, text providing information with respect to
a service to be provided, human readable version of a unique
code, address information, etc.), marks for aesthetic or other
purposes (e.g., an 1mage representing a traditional postage
stamp, advertising message, business logo, etc.), and/or the
like.

The foregoing marks may be printed using media which
1s visible in natural light or which 1s 1invisible 1n natural light.
Such marks may be printed using a same or diflerent media
than an accompanying pre-produced indicia. For example, a
registration or orientation mark used to facilitate activation
of the pre-produced indicia may be printed using an ink
which 1s visible 1n natural light when the pre-produced
indicia 1s printed 1 an 1k which 1s not visible 1n natural
light for use 1n assisting a user properly orienting the stock
(e.g., envelope) for scanning the pre-produced indicia for
activation, for printing information such as addresses on the
stock, etc. A mark used to show when the pre-produced
indicia has been activated may be printed 1n an ink which 1s
not visible 1n natural light, but which 1s made visible in
natural light upon activation of the pre-produced indicia.

Embodiments of the invention implement a system for
scanning pre-produced indicia for activation as postage
indicia. For example, a scanner may be disposed at a user’s
location for scanning a pre-produced indicia on a selected
piece of stock (e.g., envelope). A unique code included 1n the
pre-produced indicia may thus be obtained and used to
activate the pre-produced 1ndicia and/or account for postage
value (e.g., charge a user’s account for the appropnate
postage value). For example, a user terminal may transmit
the unmique code to one or more postal servers 1n order to
debit an account for an appropriate amount of postage (or
otherwise account for postage value) and to cause the
pre-produced indicia to be entered into a database of valid
postage indicia. The scanned indicia may comprise a sim-
plified 1indicia, such as a one dimensional barcode or “light™
version ol pre-produced indicia (e.g., including only partial
indicia information, such as shown and described 1n the
above referenced patent application entitled “Computer-
Based Value-Bearing Item Customization Security™), used
to 1dentily a more complex or complete version of 1ndicia,
such as a corresponding two dimensional barcode or other
data packet (e.g., as may be stored at a validation system
and/or as may be present on the pre-produced stock).

Human readable information, such as a serial number or
alphanumeric code, may be utilized according to embodi-
ments of the ivention where automated scanning 1s not
available or 1s not desired. For example, a user may directly
input a human readable unique code included 1n the pre-
produced indicia mto a user terminal for transmission to one
or more postal servers 1n order to debit an account for an
appropriate amount of postage (or otherwise account for
postage value) and to cause the pre-produced indicia to be
entered 1nto a database of valid postage indicia.

Information in addition to the aforementioned unique
code may be utilized according to this embodiment of the
invention for activation of the pre-produced indicia. For
example, information with respect to the postal item weight,
s1ze, class, delivery service selected, address information,
etc. may be utilized 1n determining an appropriate amount of
postage value, to dispatch a courier to retrieve the mail 1tem,
to predict postal processing resource utilization, etc.
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An audit procedure 1s preferably implemented with
respect to postal processing in order to identily attempted
use ol pre-produced indicia which have not been properly
activated. Upon detection of a non-activated pre-produced
indicia 1 the mail stream, systems of the present invention
may cause the mail 1tem to be refused by a postal authority.
Alternatively, systems of the present mnvention may operate
to activate the pre-produced indicia, such as where an
account can be identified for providing an appropriate
amount of postal value.

Postage indicia provided according to embodiments of the
present invention may be of predetermined value (e.g., value
determined at the time of printing the pre-produced indicia)
or of selectable value (e.g., value determined at the time of
activating the pre-produced indicia). Additionally, postage
indicia provided according to embodiments of the mnvention
may be anonymous (e.g., a user of the indicia 1s not
identified by the 1indicia, as with a traditional postage stamp)
or onymous (e.g., identifying a user or an account associated
with the use of the indicia). Postage indicia provided accord-
ing to embodiments of the invention may be geographically
ambivalent (e.g., having no limitation with respect to a
source or destination address associated with use of the
postage indicia) or geographically restricted (e.g., having a
limitation with respect to a source and/or destination address
associated with the use of the postage indicia).

The foregoing has outlined rather broadly the features and
technical advantages of the present invention in order that
the detailed description of the invention that follows may be
better understood. Additional features and advantages of the
invention will be described heremnafter which form the
subject of the claims of the invention. It should be appre-
ciated by those skilled in the art that the conception and
specific embodiment disclosed may be readily utilized as a
basis for moditying or designing other structures for carry-
ing out the same purposes of the present invention. It should
also be realized by those skilled 1n the art that such equiva-
lent constructions do not depart from the spirit and scope of
the invention as set forth 1n the appended claims. The novel
features which are believed to be characteristic of the
invention, both as to its organization and method of opera-
tion, together with further objects and advantages will be
better understood from the following description when con-
sidered 1n connection with the accompanying figures. It 1s to
be expressly understood, however, that each of the figures 1s
provided for the purpose of 1llustration and description only

and 1s not intended as a definition of the limits of the present
invention.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWING

For a more complete understanding of the present imnven-
tion, reference 1s now made to the following descriptions
taken 1n conjunction with the accompanying drawing, in
which:

FIG. 1 shows a system adapted to provide distributed
activation of pre-produced indicia according to an embodi-
ment of the present invention;

FIG. 2 shows a flow diagram of operation to provide
activation of pre-produced indicia according to an embodi-
ment of the present invention;

FIGS. 3A-3H show various pre-produced indicia as may
be used according to embodiments of the invention; and

FIG. 4 shows pre-produced indicia as may be used
according to an embodiment of the invention.
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF TH.
INVENTION

(L]

Directing attention to FIG. 1, a system adapted to provide
distributed activation of pre-produced indicia to thereby
provide postage indicia according to an embodiment of the
invention 1s shown as system 100. System 100 of the
illustrated embodiment comprises activation server system
110, client system 120, and validation server system 130, 1n
communication through network 101, cooperating to pro-
vide distributed activation and validation of pre-produced
indicia.

Network 101 of the illustrated provides information com-
munication between activation server system 110, client
system 120, and validation server system 130. The foregoing
systems may be disposed locally or remotely with respect to
one another. For example, activation server system 110 and
validation server system 130 may be disposed locally with
respect to each other (e.g., at a postal system facility),
whereas client system 120 may be disposed remotely with
respect to activation server system 110 and validation server
system 130 (e.g., at a private business or home). Of course,
activation server system 110 and validation server system
130 may be disposed remotely with respect to each other, 11
desired. Accordingly, network 101 of embodiments may
comprise the Internet, an intranet, an extranet, a local area
network (LAN), a metropolitan area network (MAN), a wide
area network (WAN), the public switched telephone network
(PSTN), a wireless network, a cable transmission system, a
satellite communication network, and/or the like.

Activation server system 110 preferably comprises a
processor-based system, such as a computer having a central
processing unit (CPU), memory (shown as including data-
base 112), and appropriate input/output (I/0O) devices and
interfaces, operable under control of an 1instruction set
defining operation as described herein. For example, acti-
vation server system 110 may comprise server platform 111
having a processor from the PENTIUM family of processors
available from Intel Corporation, Santa Clara, Calif. Acti-
vation server system 110 of the illustrated embodiment
provides generation, printing, and validation of indicia as
described below. Accordingly, activation server system 110
of the illustrated embodiment includes database 112 for
storage of pre-produced 1ndicia identification and status and
printer 113 for printing indicia on various stock, such as
envelopes, labels, sheets of paper, etc.

Client system 120 preferably comprises a processor-based
system, such as computers having a CPU, memory, and
appropriate 1/0 devices and interfaces, operable under con-
trol of nstruction sets defining operation as described
herein. For example, client system 120 may comprise a
computer platform 121 having a processor from the PEN-
TIUM family of processors available from Intel Corpora-
tion, Santa Clara, Calif. Client system 120 preierably pro-
vides communication of pre-produced indicia information to
activation server system 110 for activation of pre-produced
indicia as postage indicia according to the concepts of the
present invention. Accordingly, the illustrated embodiment
of client system 120 includes scanner device 123 for scan-
ning pre-produced indicia, as will be discussed in further
detail below. Of course, other forms of input of information
regarding pre-produced indicia may be utilized according to
embodiments of the mvention, such as keyboard 122.

Although shown as separate components 1n the illustrated
embodiment, 1t should be appreciated that client system 120
may comprise different configurations than that shown. For
example, scanner device 123 may comprise a processor-
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based system 1n an integrated device, such as may comprise
an Internet appliance, operable to provide the functionality
of client system 120 as described herein.

Validation server system 130 preferably comprises a
processor-based system, such as a computer having a CPU,
memory (shown as including database 132), and appropnate
iput/output (I/0O) devices and interfaces, operable under
control of an istruction set defining operation as described
herein. For example, validation server system 130 may
comprise server platform 131 having a processor from the
PENTIUM family of processors available from Intel Cor-
poration, Santa Clara, Calif. Validation server system 130 of
the 1llustrated embodiment provides scanning and validation
of postage indicia borne on mail pieces as described below.
Accordingly, validation server system 130 of the 1llustrated
embodiment includes database 132 for storage of validation
information (e.g., pre-produced indicia identification and
status) and mail piece scanner 133 for scanning and pro-
cessing mail pieces.

It should be appreciated that configurations of validation
server system 130 other than that 1llustrated may be utilized
according to embodiments of the mvention. For example,
mail piece scanner 133 may be coupled to activation server
system 110, such as through network 101, for performing
validation as described herein without server platform 131,
if desired.

Use of a validation system, such as validation server
system 130, 1s optional according to embodiments of the
invention. For example, where used to show when the
pre-produced 1ndicia has been activated are utilized, such
marks may be relied upon to for validation of the indicia.
However, to provide increased confidence as to the validity
of such i1ndicia, embodiments of the invention implement a
validation system. In order to reduce the volume of process-
ing associated with such a validation system, embodiments
of the invention may operate to validate a random or
statistical sampling of indicia, rather than each indicia
activated.

Operation of system 100 to apply indicia to fungible
items, such as envelopes, paper stock, labels, etc., at a
central location according to an embodiment of the present
invention 1s represented in the flow diagram of FIG. 2.
Activation server system 110 controls printer 113 to printing
indicia upon various stock (block 201). It should be appre-
ciated that, although the embodiment of system 110 1llus-
trated 1n FIG. 1 shows use of a same server system for
providing both printing of indicia and activating indicia,
application of the concepts of the present invention are not
limited to such a configuration. For example, printing of
indicia as described herein may be provided by a system
separate from that used in activating the pre-produced
indicia as postage indicia, such as 1mn an embodiment where
envelope manufacturers include pre-produced indicia on
various forms of envelopes and/or other stationary items at
the time of manufacture.

Printer 113 of the 1llustrated embodiment 1s shown print-
ing machine readable indicium 114 on envelope stock 115.
Although windowed envelope stock (e.g., including glassine
windows for viewing a return address and delivery address
on a document placed within the envelope) 1s illustrated as
envelope stock 115, embodiments of the imvention may
utilize different forms of stock. For example, non-windowed
envelope stock, plain paper stock, letterhead stock, label
stock, large envelope (flat) stock, and combinations thereof
may be utilized according to embodiments of the invention.

Machine readable indicium 114 may comprise a bar code
such as a PDF417 two dimensional barcode, a data matrix
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two dimensional barcode, a code 128 one dimensional
barcode, a POSTNET (bar and half bar encoding) one

dimensional barcode, and/or the like. Additional or alterna-
tive forms of machine readable symbology which may
utilized according to embodiments of the invention include
universal product code (UPC), code 93, dotcode, magnetic
ink character recognition (MICR), etc. Indicia may addi-
tionally or alternatively be provided in other forms, such as
human readable characters (e.g., letters, numerals, and/or
symbols), graphic images, and/or the like.

A robust barcode such as the aforementioned PDF417 and
data matrix barcodes are preferred according to embodi-
ments of the mvention 1 order to encode a relatively large
amount ol iformation therein, to provide data redundancy
for error correction, to provide data security, etc. A one
dimensional barcode such as the atorementioned POSTNET
and code 128 barcodes are preferred according to some
embodiments of the mnvention in order to provide encoded
data 1n a form which 1s readily scanned using relatively
inexpensive and/or which 1s widely available. Of course,
multiple machine readable portions may be included as part
of a machine readable indicium, such as to include a robust
two dimensional barcode and a widely readable one dimen-
sional barcode, to accommodate a large variety of use
scenarios 1f desired.

Indicium 114 may be printed using media which 1s visible
in natural light, which 1s invisible in natural light, or a
combination thereof (e.g., partially visible 1in natural light
and partially ivisible in natural light) according to embodi-
ments of the invention. For example, indicium 114 provided
according to embodiments of the invention may be printed
using traditional inks, toners, thermally activated compo-
nents, etc. to provide an indicia which 1s visible 1n natural
light. Additionally or alternatively, indicium 114 of embodi-
ments of the mnvention may be printed using an ik which 1s
invisible 1n natural light. Printed matter using such ink may
be viewed using light of an appropriate wavelength, such as
light 1 the ultraviolet spectrum. Additional detaill waith
respect to indicia which 1s invisible 1n natural light 1s
provided 1n the above referenced patent application entitled
“Invisible Fluorescent Ink Mark.”

Visibility of indicia which 1s 1nitially invisible may be
transient (e.g., visible only when light of the appropnate
wavelength 1s present) or more permanent (e.g., chemically
or molecularly changing to remain visible after light of the
appropriate wavelength to “develop” the image 1s removed).
For example, photo-chromatic compositions, such as those
shown 1n U.S. Pat. No. 5,612,541, the disclosure of which 1s
incorporated herein by reference, may be provided 1n inks
used to print indicia. Such indicia may be invisible 1n natural
light when printed. However, when the indicia 1s exposed to
a proper developer, such as a ultraviolet light source of the
appropriate wavelength, an appropriate amount of heat, an
appropriate frequency of radio frequency energy, an appro-
priate chemical, a suitable magnetic field, etc., the indicia
may become substantially permanently visible in natural
light, thereby providing a bi-stable mark.

Indicium 114 preferably includes a code or other i1denti-
tying information useful 1n uniquely identifying the indi-
cium. For example, codes included in the pre-produced
indicia may include serial or sequence numbers, identifica-
tion information, digital signatures, cryptographic keys,
and/or the like useful i umquely i1dentifying the pre-
produced 1ndicia and/or postage indicia represented thereby.
Activation server system 110 preferably records such iden-

tification information in database 112 at block 202 of FIG.
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2 so as to provide a database of pre-produced indicia, such
as for use 1n activating and/or verifying the indicia.

According to embodiments of the mmvention additional
information, such as the activation status of indicia, 1s
additionally stored in database 112. For example, when
indicia 1s generated, activation server system 110 may store
a unique code 1dentifying each generated indicia 1n database
112 along with a status i1dentifier indicating the indicia are
“unactivated”. As discussed below, the status 1dentifier may
be updated upon activation of the indicia to indicate the
indicia are “activated”. Such status 1dentifiers may be useful
with respect to validation of the 1ndicia, as discussed further
below. Additional or alternative information which may be
stored 1n association with indicia may include identification
of an entity or account for which the indicia was generated
(e.g., a business requesting the indicia for their use 1n
mailing postal 1tems), an entity generating the indicia (e.g.,
a service provider generating the indicia), identification of a
system used to generate the 1indicia, cryptographic keys used
for encrypting/decrypting information 1n the indicia, digital
signatures used to authenticate the indicia, information
regarding geographic areas mail items bearing the indicia
may be introduced into a mail processing stream and/or
geographic areas mail bearing the indicia may be delivered
to, particular services and/or levels of service the indicia
may be used for, and/or the like. Such additional information
may be used 1n an audit trail with respect to any particular
indicium, used to detect fraud or abuse of indicia, used for
accounting purposes, used to restrict or manage the use of
indicia, etc.

Although embodiments are described above with respect
to providing information to 1dentily an entity or account for
which 1ndicia was generated, indicia provided according to
embodiments of the invention, both before activation and
thereaiter, may be anonymous (e.g., a user of the indicia 1s
not identified by the indicia, as with a traditional postage
stamp). Likewise, although embodiments are described
above with respect to providing indicia which 1s geographi-
cally restricted (e.g., having a limitation with respect to a
source and/or destination address associated with the use of
the postage indicia), i1t should be appreciated that indicia
provided according to embodiments of the invention may be
geographically ambivalent (e.g., having no limitation with
respect to a source or destination address associated with use
of the postage indicia).

Indicia used according to embodiments of the imvention
may be printed alone or 1n combination with various images,
information, characters, symbols, and/or marks (collectively
referred to as marks). For example, indicia may be printed
alone as shown 1n FIG. 3A (the example shown including a
two dimensional barcode) and FIG. 3H (the example shown
including a one dimensional barcode), indicia may be
printed with one or more marks used to facilitate processing,
of mdicia as shown 1 FIG. 3B (the example shown 1nclud-
ing a facing identification mark (FIM)), may be printed with
human readable information as shown in FIG. 3C (the
example shown including postal class and amount) FIG. 3G
(the example shown including a human readable serial
number for use in manual entry of a unique code as
described herein) and FIG. 3F (the example shown including
postal class), may be printed with one or more indicator
marks as shown in FIG. 3D (the example shown with a
plurality of bi-stable used as indicator marks) and FIGS. 3F
and 3G (the examples shown including bi-stable text), may
be printed with graphics or ornamentation as shown 1n FIG.
3E (the example shown including an ornamental represen-
tation of a traditional postage stamp). Such marks may be
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used in preparing mail items, processing mail items, for
aesthetic or other purposes, and/or the like.

It should be appreciated that various marks used accord-
ing to embodiments of the invention may be arranged, sized,
or formed differently than those shown in the foregoing
illustrative examples. For example, where human readable
information, such as that of FIG. 3C, or an ornamental
image, such as that of FIG. 3E, 1s provided in combination
with an idictum which 1s invisible 1n natural light, the
indicium may be printed to overlap the human readable
information and ornamental image, as shown 1n information
based indicia configurations shown and described in the
above referenced patent application entitled “Invisible Fluo-
rescent Ink Mark.”

Moreover, the pre-produced indicia used according to
embodiments may be provided in forms other than pre-
printed embodiments. For example, pre-produced indicia
utilized according to embodiments of the invention may
comprise radio frequency identification (RFID) tags embed-
ded 1n or atlixed to stock as shown in FIG. 4.

The foregoing marks may be printed using media which
1s visible 1n natural light or which 1s 1nvisible 1n natural light
and may be printed using a same or different media than an
accompanying pre-produced indicia. For example, a regis-
tration or orientation mark used to facilitate activation of the
pre-produced indicia, such as by indicating an area in which
the otherwise invisible pre-produced indicia 1s disposed,
may be printed using an 1nk which 1s visible in natural light
when the pre-produced indicia 1s printed 1n an 1k which 1s
not visible in natural light. A mark used to show when the
pre-produced indicia has been activated may be printed 1n an
ink which 1s not visible in natural light, irrespective of
whether or not the pre-produced indicia 1s visible. Such a
mark may be made visible 1n natural light upon activation of
the pre-produced indicia using the aforementioned bi-stable
media.

Items bearing pre-produced indicia are then preferably
provided to a number of users for their use 1n posting mail
items at block 203 of FIG. 2. For example, envelope stock
115 bearing indicium 114 may be provided to a user of client
system 120, preferably as part of a plurality of 1tems bearing
pre-produced 1ndicia provided to the user, for that user’s
later use in posting mail 1tems.

Envelope stock 115 bearing indicium 114 1s incorporated
into a mail 1tem or 1s selected for icorporation mnto a mail
item by a user, such as by 1nsertion of letter 126 therein with
address 1nformation disposed 1n juxtaposition with the
address windows of envelope stock 115, at block 204.
Although the embodiment of envelope stock 115 shown
having address windows therein, embodiments of the inven-
tion may not include any such windows, or all the windows
illustrated. Accordingly, embodiments of the invention may
operate to apply information to envelope stock 115, such as
return address and/or destination address, as part of incor-
porating the envelope stock into a mail 1tem. Such informa-
tion may be applied by printing directly upon the stock, by
applying printed labels to the stock, etc. Moreover, such
information may be pre-printed on the stock, such as by a
manufacture of envelope stock 115, 11 desired.

Various mail item characteristics, such as size, weight,
class, return address, destination address, user account,
desired postage, delivery instructions, etc. are collected 1n
association with the mail item at block 203 of the 1llustrated
embodiment. Such information may be collected automati-
cally, such as through sensors (e.g., scales, scanners, etc.)
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coupled to client system 120 and/or may be provided
through user mput (e.g., using keyboard 122, a pointing
device, voice nput, etc.).

Indicium 114 1s preferably scanned by client system 120
using scanner device 123 for activating the indicium as a
postage indictum at block 206. It should be appreciated that,
although scanning of indicium 114 1s shown in the embodi-
ment 1llustrated 1n FIG. 2 as occurring after a mail item
including the stock bearing indicium 114 has been created,
scanning of the indicium may be performed prior to actually
creating the mail item (e.g., before mserting documents 1nto
envelope stock 115). Embodiments of the invention operate
to scan indicium 114 after the mail 1tem 1s complete 1n order
to automatically collect mail 1tem characteristics, such as
mail item weight, contemporaneously therewith. It should be
appreciated that, because indicium 114 1s pre-produced,
activation of indicium 114 as a postage indicium after
documents have been mserted mto envelope stock 115 does
not present problems with respect to printing a valid, high
quality indicium which 1s compatible with automated pro-
cessing as would attempting to print a postage indicium on
envelope stock 115 having documents inserted therein.
Moreover, were specialized ink, such as the alorementioned
invisible 1k, or other specialized materials or apparatus are
used i printing indicia, a user of embodiments of the
present mvention 1s not required to obtain such specialized
materials or apparatus, and instead may utilize commonly
available and widely used equipment such as a scanner.

Various forms ol scanners may be utilized as scanner
device 123 of embodiments of the invention. For example,
traditional optical scanner configurations, such as may com-
prise flat bed scanners, sheet fed scanners, handheld scan-
ners, camera based scanners, or the like may be used with
respect to 1ndicia which 1s visible 1n natural light. Where
indicia 1s used which 1s not visible 1n natural light or which
are configured to be bi-stable, scanners used according to the
present invention may be adapted for use therewith, such as
by substituting or adding an 1llumination lamp operable to
radiate a desired wavelength of light (e.g., ultraviolet, inira-
red, etc.). However, lamps used with respect to many
commonly available scanners are broad-spectrum enough to
cause many ultraviolet and other inks to fluoresce, thereby
making 1t possible in many circumstances to use more
traditional optical scanner configurations even with respect
to specialized 1ndicia configurations.

It should be appreciated that adaptation to facilitate devel-
oping and/or scanmng ol pre-produced indicia according to
embodiments of the invention 1s not limited to providing
light of particular wavelengths. For example, apparatus for
delivering chemicals, heat, radio frequency (RF) or mag-
netic energy, or other developers to a pre-produced 1ndicia
and/or accompanying marks may be used according to
embodiments of the mmvention.

Scanners implemented according to embodiments of the
invention may additionally or alternatively employ technol-
ogy other than optical scanner technology. For example, RF
scanner technology may be utilized with respect to indicia
borne in RFID tags.

Although embodiments are described above with refer-
ence to scanner device 123 operating to scan mndicium 114,
it should be appreciated that the use of such a scanner may
be omitted according to embodiments of the mvention. For
example, where mdictum 114 comprises human readable
information providing the aforementioned umque code or
other suitable information, whether in combination with
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machine readable symbology or alone, a user may manually
input the information 1nto client system 120, such as through
keyboard 122.

The illustrated embodiment of scanner device 123 not
only includes scanning apparatus as discussed above, shown
as scan head 124, but also includes additional apparatus
useiful with respect to processing pre-produced indicia
according to concepts of the invention. Specifically, scanner
device 123 includes scale 1235 for weighing mail items for
which pre-produced indicia 1s to be activated as postage
indicia. Scanner device 123 of embodiments includes sen-
sors, such as 1n the form of optical sensors (e.g., photo-
diodes) disposed at strategic positions through a platiorm
(e.g., scale bed) or other structure of scanner device 123, for
determining the size of mail 1items. Additional or alternative
apparatus may be used, such as conveyer systems to move
items for scanning, inserters for mserting i1tems into enve-
lopes to create mail items, printers for printing information
such as addresses and/or activation status marks on mail
items, etc.

Scanner device 123 preferably operates to scan indicium
114 to obtain mformation therein used for activation of the
indicium as postage indictum. For example, a unique code
included 1n the pre-produced indicia may thus be obtained
and used to activate the pre-produced indicia. This unique
code, perhaps accompanied by additional mmformation such
as a desired postage amount, postal item weight, postal class,
origination location information, destination information,
special handling instructions, user account information, etc.,
1s preferably communicated from client system 120 to
activation server system 110 as shown in block 207 of FIG.
2.

Scanner device 123, or other apparatus of client system
120, may additionally or alternatively operate to provide
indication that indicium 114 has been activated. For
example, where one or more bi-stable marks are included 1n
association with indicium 114, as shown in FIG. 3D, scanner
device 123 may operate to develop the mark (or an appro-
priate one of a plurality of marks) through exposure to a
particular wavelength of light, an appropriate amount of
heat, an appropnate frequency of radio frequency energy, an
appropriate chemical, a suitable magnetic field, etc., upon
activation of the indicium. For example, client system 120
may await a response from activation server system 110
indicating that the indictum has been activated and, there-
after, client system 120 may expose a mark to light for
making the mark visible. This may provide a visible 1ndi-
cation to the user as well as service provider personnel later
handling the mail item that the indicium has at least been
processed for activation. Such visible indication may be
provided by the fact that a particular mark or symbol 1s
visible. Additionally or alternatively, such visible indication
may be provided in text (e.g., “Postage Paid”) or other
information made visible through the atorementioned devel-
oping.

Embodiments may employ different technmiques to provide
an 1ndication that indicia has been activated, such as to
impart a stamp, print a mark, cut a notch in the stock, etc. It
should be appreciated that printing a mark one a complete
mail item (e.g., an envelope having documents inserted
therein) may be more readily implemented than printing a
complete mndictum because the indicium 1s likely to require
a high quality, substantially undistorted print whereas the
alorementioned mark merely need be present in most any
form 1n order to serve 1ts purpose. Marks applied or devel-
oped by client system 120 in association with activation of
indicia may communicate mformation i addition to or 1n
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the alternative to an indication that the indicia has been
activated. For example, a value of the activated indicia or
range ol values the activated indicia falls within may be
indicated. In an embodiment were bi-stable marks are used,
a first mark may indicate a lower range of value (e.g.,
$0.01-$0.99), a second mark may indicate a middle range of
value (e.g., $1.00-$4.99), and a third mark may indicate a
high range of value (e.g., $5.00 and above). According to an
alternative embodiment, segmented marks (e.g., similar to
those of a seven segment liquid crystal display) may be
provided 1n bi-stable media for selective developing (e.g.,
through 1llumination of a selected sequence or configuration
of lamps) to produce a visible mark indicating the amount of
postage and/or other information. Such marks may be selec-
tively developed, such as by exposure to different wave-
lengths of light, different exposure times, etc.

The foregoing bi-stable marks need not be utilized to
provide the foregoing information or other imnformation on
the mail 1tems at the time of activation according to embodi-
ments of the invention. For example, a mark printed by
scanner device 123, or other apparatus of client system 120,
may print symbols indicating ranges, may print an exact
value, etc.

Activation server system 110 preferably operates to
change the status of indicium 114 from “unactivated” to
“activated” as shown 1n block 208 of FIG. 2. For example,
activation server system 110 may locate the unique code or
other information provided by client system 120 1n database
112 and change status information associated therewith,
such as by changing a status indicator stored in association
with the unique code, by moving the unique code from an
“unactivated” portion of the database to an “activated”
portion of the database, and/or the like. Such a change in
status according to embodiments of the mnvention results 1n
the indictum becoming a valid postage indicium or a value
bearing imndicium. Activation server system 110 may com-
municate the fact that the indicium has been activated and/or
other information, such as a value of the activated indicium,
to client system 120 for use thereby as described herein.

Embodiments of activation server system 110 operate to
do more than change a status of a database record associated
with indicium 114. For example, embodiments of the inven-
tion may utilize information provided with the aforemen-
tioned unique code, such as postal item weight, postal class,
origination location information, destination information,
and/or special handling 1nstructions, in order to rate the mail
piece for an appropriate postal value. As shown 1n block 209
of FIG. 2, activation server system 110 may additionally or
alternatively operate to debit an account (or otherwise
account for postage value) for the appropriate postal value,
such as using the aforementioned determined rate or the
desired postage amount transmitted with the unique code.
Embodiments of the invention may collect value or fees 1n
addition to a postage amount, such as to collect a surcharge
for use of pre-produced indicia as described herein. Addi-
tional functions, such as dispatching a courier to retrieve
mail 1tems, scheduling postal processing resources, provid-
ing reports, etc. may be performed by or in response to
activation server system 110 activating indicia.

Accounting for postage value (e.g., debiting a prepaid
account, incrementing an ascending register and/or decre-
menting a descending register 1n a postage security device,
incrementing a post-paid account balance, etc.) and/or col-
lecting value in addition to postage amounts may be per-
formed prior to activation of the indicia, at the time of
activation of the indicia, or after activation of the indicia
according to embodiments of the invention. Detail with
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respect to accounting for postage value as may be utilized
according to embodiments of the invention 1s shown 1n the
above referenced patent application entitled “Virtual Secu-
rity Device.”

Although embodiments are described herein with refer-
ence to deducting an amount of postage value 1n association
with activation of a particular pre-produced indicia as post-
age 1ndicia, embodiments of the mvention may not imple-
ment value accounts 1n association with indicia activation.
For example, indicia provided according to embodiments of
the present invention may be of predetermined value (e.g.,
a common postage value, such as $0.41 assigned at the time
of printing the pre-produced indicia), thereby providing a
pre-paid postage amount which may be collected at the time
of purchasing the stock bearing the indicia.

Embodiments of activation server system 110 preferably
turther operate to facilitate later accounting for and/or
validating activated indicia. For example, activation server
system 110 may provide access to, or information from,
database 112 to validation server system 130 for use 1n
validating 1ndicia which have been introduced into the mail
processing stream. Mail piece scanner 133 of validation
server system 130 may later obtain information from the
indicia for use with the foregoing information (e.g., com-
parison of the scanned imformation to the stored informa-
tion) 1n order to validate the indicia. Mail piece scanner 133
may thus comprise traditional optical scanner configura-
tions, such as flat bed scanners, sheet fed scanners, handheld
scanners, camera based scanners, or the like when indicia
which 1s visible in natural light are used. As with scanner
device 123 discussed above, where 1ndicia 1s used which 1s
not visible 1n natural light, mail piece scanners used accord-
ing to the present invention may be adapted for use there-
with, such as by substituting or adding an 1llumination lamp
operable to radiate a desired wavelength of light (e.g.,
ultraviolet, infrared, etc.). Likewise, mail piece scanners
implemented according to embodiments of the invention
may additionally or alternatively employ technology other
than optical scanner technology, such as RF scanner tech-
nology where RFID tags are used.

According to an embodiment of the invention, activation
server system 110 transmits information i1dentifying acti-
vated indicia (e.g., the unique codes of activated indicia) to
validation server 130 (as may be stored 1n database 132) for
use 1n validating indicia introduced into the mail processing
stream. Additionally or alternatively, activation server sys-
tem 110 may provide access to information identifying
activated indicia within database 112 to validation server
130 for use in validating indicia introduced into the mail
processing stream. According to these embodiments, as a
mail 1tem 1s processed (e.g., at a mail service provider’s mail
processing station) after the mail 1item has been introduced
into the mail stream (block 210 of FIG. 2) the mail piece 1s
passed through mail piece scanner 133 for scanning indi-
cium 114 to obtain information such as the aforementioned
unique code (block 211 of FIG. 2). Validation server system
130 may compare this information to information 1n data-
base 132 and/or database 122 to determine 11 the indicium 1s
a valid postage indicium. If the indicium 1s valid (e.g., 1s
activated), validation server system 130 (at block 212 of
FIG. 2) may allow the mail 1item to pass for further process-
ing (e.g., processing for delivery to an appropriate destina-
tion address). However, if the indicium 1s not valid (e.g., 1s
unactivated), validation server system 130 (at block 212 of
FIG. 2) may prevent further processing (e.g., direct the mail
item to a “return to sender” bin) and/or may provide addi-
tional processing, as described in further detail below.
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Various audit processing may also be performed by activa-
tion sever system 110 and/or validation server system 130,
such as to detect fraud or abuse of indicia, used for account-
Ing purposes, etc., using the aforementioned indicia infor-
mation during processing ol mail items or thereafter.

Validation server system 130 of embodiments of the
invention operates to transmit information identifying indi-
cia processed as part of the mail stream (e.g., the unique
codes of scanned at block 211 of FIG. 2) to activation server
system 110 for use in validating indicia. Such transmission
of indicia identiiying information may occur in real-time, as
a mail item 1s being processed, or 1n batch, after a plurality
of mail 1items have been processed. Activation server system
110 may use the information provided by validation server
system 130, such as by comparing 1t to information in
database 122, to determine if the indicia 1s valid postage
indicia. During real-time validation, activation server sys-
tem 110 may report mnvalid indicia to validation server
system 130 to prevent further processing of the mail 1tem, to
create a record of use of ivalid postage, and/or to providing
appropriate additional processing (block 212 of FIG. 2).
Where such validation 1s delayed, such as due to batch
communication of indicia information, audit processing may
be utilized to identily a source (e.g., user, account, client
system, etc.) of fraudulent or misused indicia for addressing
such uses 1n the future, for recovering postal value, for
reporting purposes, efc.

Processing of indicia which validation server system 130
determines to be unactivated may comprise more than
rejecting the mail item for delivery. For example, validation
server system 130, perhaps 1n cooperation with activation
server system 110 and/or client system 120, may operate to
decrement an appropriate account (e.g., the appropriate
users’ account, an account of a service provider providing
the pre-produced 1ndicia, etc.) or otherwise 1ssue an ivoice
or collect for the postal value. Collection of postal value 1n
such a situation may not be limited to the actual postage
amount, but may include a surcharge associated with misuse
of the indicia. Such additional processing may additionally
or alternatively include notifying a user of the detected
misuse of 1ndicia, statistical analysis of 1indicia usage (e.g.,
to detect fraud or attempted fraud), etc.

In addition to or in the alternative to validation server
system 130 scanning mail 1tems after their introduction into
the mail stream, embodiments of the invention may operate
to perform at least some level of validation at or very near
the time a mail 1tem 1s introduced into the mail stream. For
example, a postman 1mitially picking up a mail item for entry
into the mail stream may make a determination as to whether
the 1ndicia has been activated (e.g., through reference to one
or more visible bi-stable mark, through scanning the indicia,
etc.) and/or whether the indicia has the appropriate amount
of postage value for the mail 1tem (e.g., through reference to
a visible indication of postage value, through scanning the
indicia, etc.). Accordingly, the postman may be provided
with various devices usetul according to embodiments of the
invention, such as a portable version of mail piece scanner
133.

From the above 1t can be seen that operation according to
the embodiment of FIG. 2 provides postage indicia for
mailing documents using pre-produced indicia. The use of
such pre-produced indicia may provide advantages over
traditional metering applications 1n that specialized printing,
equipment 1s not needed by the users, proper amounts of
postage may be acquired after mail 1tems have been com-
pleted without the risk of indicia printed thereon being
distorted or otherwise unacceptable and without the need for
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complicated printing equipment. Moreover, anonymous
postage, more akin to traditional postage stamps, may be
readily provided according to the foregoing. Specialized
indicia, such as may use invisible ik and/or bi-stable ink,
may readily be used without requiring users to obtain special
printing equipment.

Although embodiments have been described herein with
reference to the use of printed indicia, 1t should be appre-
ciated that other forms of 1indicia may be utilized according
to embodiments of the mvention. For example, RFID tags
may be applied to or embedded in stock for use according to
the concepts of the present invention.

It should be appreciated that, although embodiments have
been described above with reference to use of 1indicia in a
postage context, the concepts of the present invention may
be utilized outside of a postal system. For example, indicia
activated according to embodiments of the present invention
to become value bearing indicia may be used with respect to
various transactions, such as in business commerce.

Although the present invention and its advantages have
been described 1n detail, 1t should be understood that various
changes, substitutions and alterations can be made herein
without departing from the spirit and scope of the invention
as defined by the appended claims. Moreover, the scope of
the present application 1s not mtended to be limited to the
particular embodiments of the process, machine, manufac-
ture, composition of matter, means, methods and steps
described 1n the specification. As one of ordinary skill in the
art will readily appreciate from the disclosure of the present
invention, processes, machines, manufacture, compositions
of matter, means, methods, or steps, presently existing or
later to be developed that perform substantially the same
function or achieve substantially the same result as the
corresponding embodiments described herein may be uti-
lized according to the present invention. Accordingly, the
appended claims are mtended to include within their scope
such processes, machines, manufacture, compositions of
matter, means, methods, or steps.

What 1s claimed 1s:

1. A method comprising;

generating, by a processor-based system, a plurality of

fungible stock pieces, each fungible stock piece of the
plurality of fungible stock pieces having a pre-pro-
duced indicium thereon, wherein each said pre-pro-
duced 1indicium includes substantially unique 1dentify-
ing information that identifies a fungible stock piece of
said plurality of fungible stock pieces corresponding to
said pre-produced indicium and an entity that requested
generation of said fungible stock piece;

storing, by the processor-based system, said substantially

umque 1dentitying information and status information
for each fungible stock piece of said plurality of
fungible stock pieces as records 1n a database, wherein,
for a particular fungible stock piece of said plurality of
fungible stock pieces, said status information indicates
whether a particular pre-produced indicium corre-
sponding to said particular fungible stock piece 1s 1n an
unactivated state or an activated state, wherein said
status 1nformation for said particular pre-produced
indicium 1ndicates the unactivated state when said
particular pre-produced indicium 1s generated, and
wherein said unactivated pre-produced 1ndicium
includes said substantially unique 1dentitying informa-
tion 1dentitying said entity that requested said genera-
tion of said fungible stock piece;
receiving, by said processor-based system, one or more
requests to activate one or more pre-produced indicia
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corresponding to one or more fungible stock pieces of
said plurality of fungible stock pieces, wherein each of
said one or more requests comprises substantially
unique 1dentifying information corresponding to a par-
ticular fungible stock piece of said one or more fun-
gible stock pieces and mail 1tem 1nformation associated
with a mail item that comprises said particular fungible
stock piece, and wherein each of said one or more
fungible stock pieces 1s 1dentified by said substantially
unique identifying mformation included 1n said one or
more requests;
in response to receiving said one or more requests,
activating each of said one or more pre-produced
indicia, said activating comprising:
charging, by said processor-based system, one or more
accounts for activation of each of said one or more
pre-produced 1ndicia, wherein each account 1is
charged a value determined based on said mail item
information corresponding to a particular pre-pro-
duced indicium, and wherein, for a particular indi-
cium of said one or more pre-produced indicia, a
particular account to be charged 1s i1dentified based
on said substantially unique 1dentitying information
that identifies said entity that requested generation of
a particular fungible stock piece that includes said
particular indicium; and
modifying, by said processor-based system, one or
more records in said database, wherein said modi-
tying 1s configured to change status information
corresponding to each of said one or more pre-
produced mndicium associated with said one or more
tfungible stock pieces from said unactivated state to
said activated state, said modifying including chang-
ing at least one data field associated with said one or
more records from said unactivated state to said
activated state;
validating, by said processor-based system, an activation
status of one or more pre-produced 1ndicia associated
with mail items placed in a mail stream, wherein said
validating comprises:
determining, by said processor-based system, whether
a mail 1tem placed in said mail stream comprises a
pre-produced indicium that has not been activated;
in response to determining that said mail stream includes

a mail 1tem having a pre-produced indicium that has not

been activated:

determining, by said processor-based system, an entity
identified by substantially unique i1dentitying infor-
mation included in said unactivated pre-produced
indicium;

moditying, by said processor-based system, a record
corresponding to said unactivated pre-produced 1ndi-
cium to change status imnformation corresponding to
said unactivated pre-produced indicium from said
unactivated state to said activated state, said modi-
tying said record including changing a data field
associated with said record from said unactivated
state to said activated state; and

charging, by said processor-based system, an account
for activation of said unactivated pre-produced 1ndi-
cium, wherein said account 1s identified based on
said entity identified by said substantially unique
identifying information included 1n said unactivated
pre-produced indicium.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein said plurality of
fungible stock pieces comprise envelope stock.
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3. The method of claam 1, wherein said pre-produced
indicia comprise a barcode symbology.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein said pre-produced
indicia comprise radio frequency i1dentification tags.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein said substantially
unique 1dentifying information comprises a substantially
unique code.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein said activating com-
Prises:

providing information confirming activation of at least

one pre-produced indicium of said one or more pre-
produced indicia to a user system, wherein said user
system 1s configured to print a mark on a fungible stock
piece corresponding to said at least one pre-produced
indicium, wherein said mark 1s utilized to wvalidate
activation of said at least one pre-produced indicium.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein said activated pre-
produced indicium comprises a postage indicium.

8. The method of claim 7, further comprising:

determining an amount for said value using said mail 1item

information.

9. The method of claim 8, wherein said charging said
account comprises:

debiting value from a postage security device.

10. The method of claim 1, wheremn said validating
COmMprises:

scanning pre-produced indicia associated with one or

more mail items placed in said mail stream to obtain at
least a portion of said substantially unique 1dentifying
information.

11. The method of claim 10, wherein said determining
whether a mail item placed 1n said mail stream comprises a
pre-produced indicium that has not been activated com-
Prises:

determining, by said processor-based system, an activa-

tion status of said pre-produced indicium of said mail
item based on said database and said at least a portion
of said substantially unique identifying information.

12. The method of claim 1, wherein said charging said
account for said activation of said unactivated pre-produced
indicium comprises:

debiting said account for a surcharge associated with

activating unactivated pre-produced indicium atter said
mail 1tem has been 1ntroduced into said mail stream.

13. The method of claim 1, wherein said validating

COmMprises:

determining, by said processor-based system, whether
said mail item placed 1n said mail stream comprises a
pre-produced indicium that has been activated based on
substantially unique identifying information included
in said pre-produced indicium of said mail item and
said database; and

in response to determining that said mail 1tem placed in
said mail stream includes a pre-produced indicium that
has been activated, processing said mail item through
said mail stream.

14. A method comprising;:

obtaining one or more pieces of fungible stock, wherein
cach piece of fungible stock of said one or more pieces
of fungible stock includes a pre-produced indicium
thereon, wherein said pre-produced indicium for each
of said one or more pieces of fungible stock includes
substantially unique 1dentitying information that 1den-
tifies a piece of fungible stock corresponding to said
pre-produced mdictum and an entity that requested
generation of said fungible stock piece;
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selecting a piece of said tungible stock of said one or more
pieces of fungible stock for use with an item;

scanning, by a scanner device, a pre-produced imdicium of
said selected piece of fungible stock to obtain substan-
tially unique 1dentifying information included in said
pre-produced indicium, wheremn said substantially
unique 1dentifying information in said pre-produced
indicium indicates that the pre-produced indicium 1s 1n
an unactivated state, and wherein said unactivated
pre-produced 1ndicium 1includes said substantially
unique identifying information identifying said entity
that requested said generation of said fungible stock
piece;

transmitting, by a processor-based system communica-

tively coupled to said scanner device, a request to
activate said pre-produced indictum of said selected
piece of fungible stock as a value bearing 1indicium to
an activation system, wherein said request comprises at
least a portion of said substantially unique 1dentifying
information of said pre-produced indicium of said
selected piece of fungible stock and information 1ndi-
cating an activation value corresponding to an amount
to be charged, by said activation system, to an account
of an entity 1dentified by said at least a portion of said
substantially unique identifying information for said
activation of said pre-produced indicium of said
selected piece of fungible stock as said value bearing
indicium, wherein said request to activate causes said
activation system to:
charge said amount to said account of said entity; and
modily a record corresponding to said unactivated
pre-produced indicium, 1n a database, wherein said
moditying 1s configured to change status information
corresponding to said pre-produced mdicium from
saild unactivated state to an activated state, said
moditying including changing a data field associated
with said record from said unactivated state to said
activated state;

printing, by said processor-based system, a mark on said

selected piece of fungible stock, wherein said mark
indicates a range of values within which said amount
charged for activation of said pre-produced indicium of
said selected piece of fungible stock as said value
bearing indicium; and

using said selected piece of fungible stock 1n a transaction

requiring a value bearing indicium, wherein, during
said transaction, said mark provides an indication of
said activation said pre-produced indicium of said
selected piece of fungible stock as said value bearing
indicium.

15. The method of claim 14, wherein said pre-produced
indicium comprises at least one of a barcode symbology and
a radio frequency identification tag.

16. The method of claim 14, wherein said selected piece
of fungible stock comprises envelope stock, and wherein
said selecting comprises:

inserting said item 1nto said envelope stock to create a

mail 1tem.

17. The method of claim 16, wherein said mark 1s printed
alter said inserting said item into said envelope stock to
create said mail 1tem.

18. The method of claim 14, wherein said value bearing
indicium comprises a postage indicium.

19. The method of claim 14, wherein the range of values
indicated by said mark printed on said selected piece of
fungible stock corresponds to one of a plurality of different
ranges of values.
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20. The method of claim 16, wherein said transaction
includes placing said mail 1tem 1 a mail stream, and
wherein an enfity operating said mail stream validates
processing of said mail item through said mail stream based
on said mark.
21. A system comprising:
a plurality of fungible stock pieces, wherein each fungible
stock piece of said plurality of fungible stock pieces has
a pre-produced indicium associated therewith, and
wherein each pre-produced indicium includes informa-
tion that identifies an entity that requested generation of
said pre-produced indicium;
a first scanner system comprising a scanner, a scale, and
a stock piece marking apparatus, wherein said {first
scanner system 1s configured to:
scan, via said scanner, a pre-produced indicium asso-
ciated with a selected fungible stock piece of said
plurality of fungible stock pieces;

weigh, via said scale, an item which will bear said
pre-produced indictum of said selected fungible
stock piece; and

mark, via said stock piece marking apparatus, said
selected fungible stock piece to visibly indicate
activation of said pre-produced indicium of said
selected fungible stock piece, wherein said mark 1s
configured to indicate a validity status of said pre-
produced indictum of said selected fungible stock
piece, wherein said validity status indicates whether
said pre-produced indicium of said selected fungible
stock piece has been activated as a value bearing
indicium; and

an activation system configured to:

store said information that identifies said entity and valid-
ity status information for each fungible stock piece of
said plurality of fungible stock pieces as records in a
database, wherein, for a particular fungible stock piece
of said plurality of fungible stock pieces, said validity
status information indicates whether a particular pre-
produced indicium corresponding to said particular
fungible stock piece 1s 1 an unactivated state or an
activated state, wherein said validity status information
for said particular pre-produced indicium indicates said
unactivated state when said particular pre-produced
indicium 1s generated, and wherein said unactivated
pre-produced indicium includes substantially unique
identifying information identifying said entity that
requested said generation of said fungible stock piece;

activate, responsive to a request, said pre-produced indi-
cium of said selected fungible stock piece as said value
bearing indicium using at least a portion of information
obtained from said pre-produced indicium by said {first
scanner system, wherein, upon successiul activation of
said pre-produced indicium of said selected fungible
stock piece, said pre-produced indicium 1s said value
bearing indicium and a record corresponding to said
pre-produced indicium of said selected fungible stock
piece 1s modified to change said validity status infor-
mation from said unactivated state to said activated
state, wherein changing said validity status information
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includes changing a data field associated with said
record from said unactivated state to said activated
state; and

a validation system communicatively coupled to said

activation system and configured to:
determine whether a mail 1tem placed 1n a mail stream
comprises a pre-produced indictum that has not been
activated, wherein said pre-produced indictum cor-
responds to a fungible stock piece of said plurality of
fungible stock pieces;
in response to determining that said mail stream
includes a mail item having a pre-produced 1indicium
that has not been activated:
determine an entity 1dentified by substantially unique
identifying information included 1n said pre-pro-
duced indicium that has not been activated; and
in cooperation with said activation system, modily a
record corresponding to said unactivated pre-pro-
duced indicium to change validity status informa-
tion corresponding to said unactivated pre-pro-
duced 1indicium from said unactivated state to said
activated state, and charge an account for activa-
tion of said unactivated pre-produced indicium,
wherein said account 1s identified based on said
information included 1n said unactivated pre-pro-
duced indicium that identifies said entity, and
wherein changing said validity status information
includes changing said data field associated with
said record from said unactivated state to said
activated state.

22. The system of claim 21, wherein said plurality of
fungible stock pieces comprise a plurality of mailing stock,
wherein said value bearing indicium comprises a postage
indicium.

23. The system of claim 22, wherein said scanner com-
prises a mail item scanner having a scan head adapted to
scan said pre-produced indicium and said {first scanner
system comprises a postal 1tem size sensor configured to
determine a size of mail 1tems.

24. The system of claim 21, wherein

said scale comprises a postal scale, wherein said postal

scale and said scanner are integrated nto a single unit
configured to determine an appropriate postage amount
using weight information.

25. The system of claim 21, further comprising;:

a second scanner system configured to scan pre-produced

indicia borne by mail items placed 1n said mail stream.

26. The system of claim 21, wherein said validation
system 1s configured to:

determine whether said mail 1tem placed 1n said mail

stream comprises a pre-produced indicium that has
been activated based on substantially unique identify-
ing information included 1n said pre-produced indicium
of said mail 1item and said database; and

process said mail item through said mail stream 1n

response to determiming that said mail 1tem placed 1n
said mail stream 1ncludes a pre-produced indicium that
has been activated.

¥ o # ¥ ¥



	Front Page
	Drawings
	Specification
	Claims

